Gliotoxin in Aspergillus fumigatus: an example that mycotoxins are potential virulence factors.
Moulds produce several different mycotoxins that may improve their chance of survival in particular environments. For example, Aspergillus fumigatus, an important human pathogen, produces several mycotoxins including gliotoxin. This secondary metabolite, a small lipid soluble dipeptide, exerts toxic effects on phagocytic cells and T-lymphocytes at low concentrations in vitro. A. fumigatus also produces high levels of gliotoxin in vivo, and this suggests that host defense mechanisms might be impaired by this metabolite during host infection. In the past few years, the genes responsible for the production of gliotoxin in A. fumigatus have been identified and more recently gliotoxin-minus mutants have been used in animal experiments to ascertain the biological role of this product. Mycotoxins have also been shown to act as virulence factors in some fungal infections of insects and plants.